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Youth and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community  
 
1. Preliminary observations  
 
Inspired by a recent lecture given  in Assumption University  by H.E. Abhisit 
Vejjajiva,  former Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Thailand, about ways and 
means for preparing Thai learners’ key competency from the perspective of 
education collaboration across the borders of ASEAN, we will take 
advantage  in this article of one important academic recommendation  
formulated by our distinguished speaker. 
  
Indeed, while recognizing that building up the ASEAN Economic Community 
(2015) is a priority objective of the ten ASEAN member states, H.E.Abhisit 
Vejjajiva emphasized the fact that adequate attention should be given to two 
other pillars of this prestigious regional organization: the security and political 
pillar and the social- cultural pillar. Education and human development are 
integral parts of this  third  pillar – the  ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community 
(ASCC). 
  
As one of the founding members of ASEAN, Thailand has long played an 
important role in regional human development, but much more is expected  to 
be done if it wants to achieve meaningful benefits from the ASEAN Economic 
Community. Improvements in the education system and English-language skills 
must be on the top of the list. If in consumer products, Thailand  demonstrates  
it is  quite competitive and doing  well across the region, the areas of education 
and language abilities demand additional efforts and for the time being  are still 
seen as the main drawbacks for the country.  
                                                                                                                                
      
Thai students’ English-language skills are ranked below those of young people 
in at least three other ASEAN countries, according to a survey released  by 
Education First (EF). Therefore, inability to communicate effectively in a more 
globalized work environment will become a bigger competitive drawback in the 
future. Consequently ,  there  seems to be general agreement both at the political 
and academic levels  that Thailand  needs to focus more on human resource 
development and concentrate in particular on creativity and innovation issues. 
 
The ASEAN Education Ministers have announced  four priorities in this field: 
(1) Promoting ASEAN awareness among ASEAN citizens, particularly youth; 
(2) Strengthening ASEAN identity through education; (3) Building ASEAN 
human resources in the field of education; and (4) Strengthening ASEAN 
university networking.  
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2. Achievements and aspirations  
 
Guided by these significant priorities, various programs and projects have been 
and are currently in the process of implementation in order to promote regional 
education collaboration. At the operational and institutional levels, the ASEAN 
University Network (AUN) has the  ambitious mandate to assist ASEAN  in (1) 
promoting cooperation among ASEAN scholars, academics, and scientists in 
the region; (2) developing academic and professional human resources in the 
region; (3) promoting information dissemination among the ASEAN academic 
community; and (4) enhancing the awareness of regional identity and the sense 
of "ASEAN-ness" among members. 
 
The AUN is a consortium of Southeast Asian universities founded in November 
1995 by 11 universities. It reunites now 26 participating universities. 
 
There is also an  ASEAN Scholarship  program offered by Singapore to the 9 
other member states for secondary school, junior college, and university 
education.  
 
The Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009-2015 contains an impressive 
list  of measures, including steps for  learning of ASEAN languages and 
promoting exchanges of linguists; establishing ASEAN university games, 
ASEAN youth peace corps, ASEAN computer games and  ASEAN Science 
Olympiad to promote greater interaction and understanding among the youths in 
the region; continuing implementing youth awards programs such as the 
ASEAN Youth Day Award and Ten Accomplished Youth Organizations in 
ASEAN (TAYO ASEAN) to recognize outstanding individuals and youth 
organizations significantly contributing to the promotion of ASEAN ideas and 
values among the youth across the region; working towards the establishment of 
an ASEAN Youth Program Fund to fund the various youth projects and 
activities in ASEAN; establishing platforms for networking and sharing of best 
practices on ASEAN children and youth development strategies and tools;  
exchanges of cultural performers and scholars among member states through 
education system to give greater access and understanding of the different 
cultures of ASEAN Member States; promoting the options of university 
placements in an institution of higher learning in a second ASEAN Member 
State through “a semester abroad” or “a year abroad” program; supporting the 
citizens of member states to become proficient in the English language, so that 
the citizens of the ASEAN region are able to communicate directly with one 
another and participate in the broader international community; promoting life-
long learning; working towards the establishment of an ASEAN Youth 
Development Index to evaluate the outcomes and effectiveness of youth 
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programs in the region and to assist member states in planning new youth 
interventions. 
  
Beyond  the above educational and institutional plans and intentions, recent 
research has revealed that in  reality ASEAN  tertiary education has been left 
largely to the private sector and seems to be relatively weak. In most cases 
universities are focused on teaching and service to governments rather than 
academic research. Many universities have to cope with serious financial 
difficulties and are poorly supported.  
  
Bringing the matter to the present, it should be mentioned that the Eighth 
ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Youth in Bandar Seri Begawan, in Brunei 
Darussalam, a country who has the ASEAN’s chairmanship  for the current year,  
endorsed on 22 May 2013  a proposal by the host country  for an ASEAN 
Young Professionals Volunteer Corps to complement the ASEAN Youth 
Volunteer Program established by Malaysia.  
 
A  relevant Declaration on Youth Volunteerism and Entrepreneurship calls on 
young professionals to offer voluntary community services in areas such as 
rural development and poverty eradication, disaster relief, health, education and 
the environment, while supporting vulnerable groups and fostering 
entrepreneurial skills.  
 
To give tangibility to the above Declaration, it has been noted that greater 
awareness of ASEAN among young people should be further encouraged 
through different platforms of action in order to promote dialogue and people-
to-people exchanges.  
In this context, acknowledgement should be given in particular to the ASEAN 
First Young Entrepreneurs Seminar and Expo in Bandar Seri Begawan in May 
2013, an initiative meant to be a promising   platform for promoting young 
entrepreneurship and greater economic self-reliance among young people.  
  
An agreement was also reached   to set up the ASEAN Youth Program Fund to 
help implement regional policies and programs related to the youth, and 
encourage further mobilization of existing resources including the Singapore-
ASEAN Youth Fund and other sources from ASEAN Dialogue Partners, to 
support youth cooperation activities.  
  
It is appropriate to recall that the new ASEAN Secretary-General, Le Luong 
Minh of Vietnam, stated at the beginning of his mandate in 2013 that ASEAN 
will continue to invest in  people and on various areas such as culture, education, 
health, environment, food security to ensure the ASEAN Community's well-
being and resilience. This objective will demand greater support from the 
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general public, civil society, business and academic groups in communicating 
and fostering a better understanding of ASEAN’s vision and commitments.  
  
In a Special Lecture on “Thailand’s Role in ASEAN” by H. E. Abhisit 
Vejjajiva, who was speaking as Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Thailand to 
Commemorate the 42nd Anniversary of ASEAN on  8 August 2009, it was 
emphasized that the ten members of ASEAN have to move on the three pillars 
that are critical to supporting and building an ASEAN Community – whether it 
is on the political and security front, the economic front, or the socio-cultural 
front. All these are still huge and important tasks. In his opinion “we have to 
engage – whether it’s the business sector, the private sector, the media, civil 
society, the younger generations, to make sure that, in the end, we don’t just 
achieve what we call an ASEAN Community, but make our peoples feel that we 
are truly ASEAN citizens.”  
  
At the same time it was cogently reminded that the Economic Community or 
the Socio-Cultural Community cannot be achieved without making ASEAN a 
“Community of Connectivity” through physical infrastructure, economic and 
cultural exchanges.   
The final conclusion of H.E.Abhisit Vejajiva was  crystal-clear: the ASEAN 
Community “must be a “Community of and for the Peoples of ASEAN,” which 
means that the rights of ASEAN citizens will be respected; the needs of 
ASEAN peoples will be attended to; and that the ASEAN people can feel that 
ASEAN will be bringing them peace and prosperity”.  
 
2. Prospects 
 
Today, there is  an increasing recognition of the fact that the  third component  
of the ASEAN Community, its socio-cultural pillar, is the most important factor 
in terms of achieving grass-root ASEAN integration. Indeed, this pillar, which 
focuses in part on youth participation, can make stronger the very   foundation 
of the other two pillars and will ensure that the vision of a people-centered and 
people-oriented ASEAN is practically possible.  
  
Why should ASEAN shift its future approach towards the aspirations of the 
younger generation? 
  
In a flat world, to use Thomas L. Friedman’s expression, the most important 
forces in the world are now shifting from state actors to people actors. Therefore, 
the current demand that ASEAN shifts its perspective from a state-centered 
focus to a more people-centered focus is inevitable. 
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In the dialogue between the leaders and ASEAN youth representatives H.E. 
Abhisit Vejjajiva stated that “youth is not bonded to bureaucratic compilation”. 
They are free and have the most idealistic perspective one can have. Hence, it 
will be easier for them if they want to do something and indeed they can make a 
change.   
 
How to make the pillar of socio-cultural community effectively work? 
 
The answers offered at the highest political level highlight the fact that the 
empowerment of youth is vital for ASEAN integration, and it should be 
supported by both the governments and young people themselves.  
  
Hence governments need to consider that by empowering young people they do 
a valuable investment in ASEAN.  Governments   have to engage young people 
on an equal basis and should provide a good environment to them to express 
themselves on all issues of general concern. 
  
From the perspective of youth, young people should have a clear   conviction   
that they have the capabilities to bring in  significant  changes. These 
capabilities should then be translated into action by conveying   advice, insights, 
recommendations and innovative ideas to ASEAN member states. Permanent 
working   contributions from the young people are what the governments need. 
In this context, youth themselves are supposed to realize by deeds that ASEAN 
integration is a responsible process  for the sake of their generation.  
  
In various statements presented on behalf of youth to the ASEAN heads of 
government there is a strong reiteration of the appeal for support from the 
governments to establish more exchanges of scholars and programs to create 
mutual understanding between young generations through communication and 
to consolidate appropriate forms of cooperation. This is a crucial task, as 
in    the socio-cultural field, the ASEAN as a regional institution has the 
complex mandate to   promote the empowerment of ASEAN youth in four 
thematic issues in an effort to realizing ASEAN   Economic Community in 
2015, namely: Promotion of ASEAN Awareness; Strengthening 
Entrepreneurship Skills for Youth; Instilling Leadership Values in Youth 
Development; and Youth Volunteerism. 
 
A few young people cannot change the policy of individual ASEAN countries. 
But in an area with an estimated population of about 650 million people if youth 
speak with one voice on major issues, they can be an influential factor leading 
to   radical transformations.  
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Yet, a problem which remains largely open is how to make youth act in full 
solidarity, speak in unity and cross the “boundaries of mind” to realize a youth-
centered ASEAN. The solution to be found to this problem has global 
ramifications, as ASEAN is an important component of regional architecture, 
specifically recognized as such by the 193 members of the United Nations (UN). 
Indeed, in a resolution adopted   by consensus on December 17, 2013 by the UN 
General Assembly, this plenary body of the world organization specifically   
encourages the UN to support ASEAN’s undertakings in all three of its 
community-building pillars through appropriate and concrete steps, as outlined 
in the Cha-Am Hua Hin Declaration on the Road Map for an Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations Community (2009–2015). 
 
In this regard, it is appropriate to recall that this programmatic document quoted 
by the UN General Assembly  stipulates that the primary goal of the ASCC is to 
contribute to realizing an ASEAN Community that is people-centered and 
socially responsible with a view to achieving enduring solidarity and unity 
among the nations and peoples of ASEAN by forging a common identity and 
building a caring and sharing society which is inclusive and harmonious where 
the well-being, livelihood, and welfare of the peoples are enhanced.  
 
History will be the best judge of these generous commitments. 
 
4. Urgent need to address the ASEAN ECONOMIC COMMUNITY (AEC) 
emergence through international education 
Through multilateral diplomacy and its conferences and meetings, Thailand is 
opening its arms to the world, increasing political transparency for all Asia. 
Bangkok is expected to become more comfortable and accommodating to 
international organizations, as the centre for the international civil service in 
Asia, in a similar sense that Geneva is the international centre in Europe.   "We 
want to make Bangkok the Geneva of Asia" is a statement frequently made by 
Thai high officials. This is a realistic aspiration. 
ASEAN's birth certificate (1967) celebrating in August 2012 its 45th anniversary,  
is from Bangkok. The overall ASEAN population is projected to rise to 625 
million in 2015, up from the present 600 million.  The ten current ASEAN 
members are closely linked with China, Japan, South Korea, Australia, New 
Zealand and India, which have a combined population of over 2.5 billion 
inhabitants.  
 
Another  original forum born in Bangkok in 1996 - the Asia-Europe Meeting 
(ASEM) re-unites now 48 participants  from three continents, including the 
European Union and ASEAN, promotes and deepens the relationship between 
them in three main pillars: political dialogue; economics and social, cultural and 
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educational issues. It represents more than two billion people from different 
cultures and contributes to turning a remarkable cultural variety into a great 
asset, formulated as "unity in diversity".    
The first universal economic meeting in multilateral diplomacy of the current 
century - UNCTAD X - was hosted in Bangkok in 2000 with memorable results.  
The exemplary success of Bangkok - APEC Summit in October 2004  - and  the 
significance of ASEAN’s summits in 2009 and 2011 must not be forgotten.  
The United Nations (UN) permanent community in Thailand is more diverse 
than in most countries, because Bangkok is really a major regional centre for the 
UN system as a whole , being already called by many diplomats the "Geneva of 
Asia." The capital of Thailand hosts a wide range of offices dealing with the 
Southeast Asia sub-region and the whole of Asia and the Pacific. The first of 
them  -  the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
(ESCAP), with its 62 members and associate members  - is the largest regional 
institution on our planet.    
With the 2015 ASEAN ECONOMIC COMMUNITY (AEC) agenda afoot, 
various events are being organized in Bangkok with the purpose of promoting 
informal networking among ASEAN specialized agencies, relevant Royal Thai 
Government authorities, multilateral financial institutions, bilateral donors and 
selected international NGOs.  
The main objectives of the AEC are to form a single regional market and 
production base, to promote fair economic competition among ASEAN 
members,  to facilitate the integration and development of SMEs to accelerate 
progress of less-developed countries, and full integration with the global 
economy. AEC will provide new career opportunities and will also allow a freer 
flow of skilled labor within ASEAN. Engineers, architects, doctors, dentists, 
nurses, accountants and surveyors are the first seven professions earmarked for 
increased cross-border mobility. 
Vital players have established their regional offices in Bangkok and in other 
ASEAN cities, The Delegation of the European Union, for instance which 
considers itself to be truly at the heart of the European presence in Asia, enjoys 
a privileged presence in Thailand and is in many ways trying through education 
to bridge the gaps between ASEAN countries  and Europe.  
The connection between the magic of multilateral diplomacy and Bangkok has 
valid reasons to continue and become more and more visible. It has good 
chances to reconfirm the validity of  the Eastern wisdom summarized by the 
expression "credibility through visibility." In reaching it, education in the field 
of international relations has a major role to play.  
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 As Thailand moves toward realizing an important aspiration as an education 
hub for international programs, international curricula, especially like the ones 
offered at Assumption University, can serve as one of the direct contributions 
toward that objective. It can be realistically expected that  the 
specific  contribution  of education in the establishment of the  political, 
economic, social-cultural, and legal communities in conformity with ASEAN 
Charter  will be  adequately served by universities in Thailand and in the region 
overall .  
Moreover, the environment for international education,  as Thailand and the 
region are moving toward global integration,  necessitates appropriate  
programs in international business, law and diplomacy  to help cope with the 
challenges of globalization and emerging  economic  and political scenarios.  
   
 Significant evidence in this regard came from the International Federation of 
Catholic Universities representing over 200 institutions of higher learning from 
all continents, at an international conference in 2006 held at Assumption 
University, which insisted on the universities' responsibilities to share 
information and knowledge to enable students to better understand the role they 
have to play in a globalizing world. To that end, it is necessary to recognize the 
reality of globalization and its potential for development. Education should lead 
and orient in preparing adequate answers and acting as promoters of a social 
transformation firmly centered on the objectives of human development as 
ASEAN evolves into AEC.  
   
 Universities are privileged places for training people in international relations 
and helping them to chart their professional paths. They are considered to be 
independent, credible voices of society with a fundamental role to play in 
enhancing the capacity of nations to educate for successfully coping with a 
rapidly changing world. There is a strong belief that higher learning institutions 
are the last bastion of generally accepted civilizing values. They can bring hope 
to a hopeless world and promote a culture of peace and learning that is holistic 
and founded on values that are both national and universal.    
The number of foreign students that are coming to Bangkok to study is growing. 
Many of them pursue studies in arts and business administration. However, 
the limited preference towards business administration risks creating a void in 
creativity derived from narrowly focused training. The study of international 
relations in tandem with business administration,  opens new 
horizons,  provides theoretical tools and practical frameworks of analysis that 
permit students from any country  better to understand the current specificity 
of  the international community  and the global political setting in which we as 
individuals act.  Therefore, it is imperative now to study  the new  roles of states, 
legal and business systems, international organizations, NGOs and multinational 
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corporations  in an increasingly globalized world, taking advantage of the 
fascinating field of international relations  in which valid answers have to be 
found to the numerous and  complex  questions generated by the irreversible 
process of globalization with its planetary disasters, collapses in financial 
markets, perplexities of changing fortunes of countries  and vulnerabilities of 
anarchic political regimes.  
As AEC emerges, academic programs at Assumption University and elsewhere 
would be more relevant by offering students a valuable, inspiring  and 
transformative experience  enabling them to excel in the international business 
and trade, and  diplomacy arenas. It will provide a dynamic environment to 
network with present and future Asian and international leaders.  
 
Mr. Glen Chatelier, Director of the Office of International Affairs, Assumption 
University 
September 30, 2013 
